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@ Postage stamp machine. 



@ A machine for printing a postage stamp (45) for 
application to a mail item includes a a thermal print- 
er (15) to print the stamp on a tape (37) of thermally 
sensitive paper. The speed of feeding of the tape is 
controlled to be uniform to synchronise with the 
operation of the printer. The printer (15) is non- 
secure artd accounting for the value of postage 
charge printed on the stamps is accomplished by 



machine reading of the stamps by the Postal Author- 
ity. The stamp printing machine generates an accu- 
mulated value of postage charge for a series of 
stamps printed and then prints, on the same tape, a 
label (46) including an Indication of user account and 
accumulated value, the value preferably being in 
encoded form. 
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POSTAGE STAMP MACHINE 



This invention relates to machines for applying 
a printed stamp to postal Items. 

\A^en items are to be carried by a postal 
authority for delivery to a destination address, pay- 
ment for carriage of the item is made to the postal 
authority by purchase of one or more postage 
stamps which are then affixed to the postal item. 
The stamps affixed to the postal Item provide an 
indication during subsequent handling of the postal 
item by the postal authority that a postage charge 
has been paid and the amount or value of the 
postage charge paid. 

The purchase and affixing of postage stamps is 
inconvenient particularly for regular senders of 
postal items requiring variable postage such as 
small commercial users of the postal service. In 
order to overcome the need for purchase of post- 
age stamps prior to despatch of postal items* fran- 
king machines were introduced. Franking machines 
are operated by persons or companies desiring to 
despatch postal items and are operated under 
licence from the postal authority. The franking ma- 
chine is caused to print on the postal item a frank 
impression of a form prescribed by the postal 
authority which Includes an impression of the value 
of postage franked on the item. In order for the 
user of the franking machine to t>e able to account 
to the postal authority for the value of postage used 
to the satisfaction of the postal authority. It has 
been necessary to provide the franking machine 
wfth accounting means to maintain an accurate 
record of the usage of the machine aruj the accu- 
mulated value of franking applied by the machine. 
Commonly, the postal authority requires prepay- 
ment for usage of the machine. Accordingly the 
machine includes a register to record the value of 
credit, purchased by the user from the postal au- 
thority, which remains available for usage in fran- 
king. The machine Is constructed such that, when 
the registered value of credit decreases to a pre- 
determined low limit, the machine locks and pre- 
vents further usage of the machine until additional 
credit has been entered In the register of the 
machine by the postal authority In response to 
payment by the user. 

Modem franking machines utilise electronic cir- 
cuits for carrying out accounting and control func- 
tions within the machine. These circuits include a 
micro-processor and memory devices providing 
registers for registering accounting values. The 
registers usually include a descending register into 
which the value of purchased credit is entered and 
which Is decremented during usage of the machine 
by the value of franking used in each franking 
transaction. The registers also Include an ascend- 



ing register to register the accumulated value of 
franking used and an Items register for registering 
the number of mail items franked by the machine. 
In order to maintain integrity of the values regis- 

5 tered in the various registers, each of the registers 
is replicated, each replication storing conresponding 
values. Thus If due to a fault In the operation of the 
electronic drcuits the value registered In one of the 
replications of a register differs from the value 

10 registered In the other replications of that register 
an indication Is provided that a fault has occurred 
and the true accounting value can be retrieved 
from the other replications of that register. 

ff the electronic accounting circuits and the 

75 value setting mechanisms by which print elements 
for printing the value of franking are unprotected, 
the values registered in the registers and/or the 
values of postage printed in the franking could be 
changed by anyone with fraudulent Intent Accord- 

20 ingly it has been necessary to house the circuitry 
and printing mechanism in a secure manner such 
as to prevent unauthorised access to these parts of 
the machine. 

The provision of replicated registers and par- 
as ticulariy the provision of a secure housing for the 
circuits and print setting mechanism adds greatiy 
to the cost of manufacturing franking machines. As 
a result franking machines are too expensive for 
purchase by users who despatch relatively small 

30 quantities of postal items and therefore users who 
despatch relatively small quantities of postal items 
are compelled to use postage stamps which may 
be inconvenient, time consuming and in addition 
are somewhat un-hygienic to use. 

05 According to one aspect of the invention a 
postage stamp printing machine comprises elec- 
tronic control means; means to store data relating 
to fixed information to be printed; means to input 
selected variable postage rate data to the control 

40 means; printing means operable by said control 
means to effect a printing routine In which the fixed 
information and the selected variable postage rate 
information is printed; feed means to feed a mail 
item past the printing means to cause printing of a 

45 postage stamp on the mail Item; means to control 
tiie speed at which said mail Item is fed to a 
substantially constant speed. 

It is preferred to print tiie stamp on a paper 
tape arnJ accordingly the postage stamp printing 

50 machine may Include severing means operable to 
sever a printed stamp from the paper tape. 

The printing means convenientiy includes a 
thenmal print head comprising a line of selectively 
energisable printing elements which are heated by 
energisation thereof to print upon a tape of ther- 



2 



3 



EP 0 376 576 A2 



4 



maily sensitive paper. 

The machine may Include means to print a 
stripe of fluorescent or phosphorescent ink on the 
mail item. 

The machine may be controlled by a program 
routine to print at least one mark identifying se- 
lected data printed on the stamp. 

The machine may also be controlled by a 
program routine to print a statement label carrying 
data relating to a preceding printing of one or more 
postage stamps. 

According to another aspect of the invention a 
method of printing postage stamps and accounting 
for value of stamps printed includes the steps of 
utilising a non-secure printer to print a series of 
postage stamps, each printed postage stamp in- 
cluding an indication of postage charge for the 
respective postage stamp; and utilising reading 
means to read each of the series of postage 
stamps and to generate an accumulated total 
postal charge for the series of postage stamps. 

The statement label may be printed on tiie 
same paper tape as that on which the postage 
stamps are printed. 

An eml)odiment of the invention will now be 
described with reference by way of example to the 
drawings in which:- 

Rgure 1 is a block circuit diagram of tiie 
electronic components and interconnectitwis of a 
stamp printer in accordance with the Invention, 

Figures 2(a) and 2(b) are axial and trans- 
verse views of a sensor for sensing paper speed, 

Rgure 3 is a flow chart of a print routine of 
tiie stamp printer and 

Rgure 4 (a) illustrates the format of a pre- 
printed paper tape. 

Rgure 4 (b) illustrates the format of a stamp 
printed on the paper tape of Rgure 4 (a) by the 
stamp printer, 

Rgure 4 (c) illustrates the fonmat of a stamp 
printed on a plain paper tape, 

Rgure 5 shows diagrammatically the me- 
chanical arrangement of components forming the 
stamp printer, and 

Rgure 6 illustrates a sequence of stamps 
and a label printed on the tape and severed ttiere- 
from. 

Refening first to Rgure 1, the stamp printer 
comprises a micro-processor 10, a read only mem- 
ory 11, a random access memory 12 and an 
input/output device 13 interconnected by a system 
bus 14. If desired tiie micro-processor, memories 
and input/output device may be Implemented In a 
single integrated drcuit chip. A themnal print head 
15 comprising a line of print elements which are 
selectively energisable to heat selected print ele- 
ments Is connected to the input/output device 13. A 
tape of heat sensitive paper Is fed past the print 



head, in a direction transverse to the line of print 
elements, by means of a feed roller and co-operat- 
ing pressure roller, the pressure roller being effec- 
tive to maintain the tape in contact witii tiie ele- 

5 ments of ttie print head as tiie tape passes the 
print elements. The feed roller is driven by a motor 
16 energised by a motor drive circuit 17. The 
motor drive circuit is controlled by an output on 
line 18 from tiie micro-processor 10. Printing data 

10 for printing a stamp on the tape Is sent to the print 
head serially and Is clocked by clock signals on a 
clock line of the system bus 14. Feeding of the 
paper tape is maintained at a substantially constant 
speed so that printing is effected in synchronism 

75 with movement of ttie paper tape. The speed of 
feeding the paper tape is sensed by a sensor 19 
driven witii the feed roller 34 which, as shown in 
Rgure 2, may consist of a disc 20 on ttie feed 
roller shaft 21 provided witii a track 22 of alternate 

20 transparent and opaque regions and a photo tran- 
sistor 23 responsive to light transmitted through the 
transparent regions from a source of light 24. such 
as a light emitting diode. Signals from the photo 
transistor 23 consisting of a train of pulses whose 

25 repetition rate Is proportional to ttie speed of rota- 
tion of the feed roller are input to the micro- 
processor 10 on line 25. The micro-processor 
utilises these signals to control the motor drive 
circuit 17 such as to maintain the speed of rotation 

30 of tiie feed roller substantially constant. The speed 
of tiie motor is controlled by ttie magnitude of 
power input to the motor. The motor may be driven 
by a train of pulses from the drive circuit and the 
power input to the motor may be varied by varying 

35 the widtti of pulses at constant frequency or by 
varying the frequency of the constant width pulses. 
Alternatively, a digital output from tiie micro-pro- 
cessor representing the magnitude of power input 
to the motor may be converted, by a digital to 

40 analogue converter, to an analogue signal which is 
input to a power operational amplifier to produce a 
variable voltage output drive to the motor, the volt- 
age magnitude being such as to provide the de- 
sired magnitude of power to tiie motor. 

45 Operation of the stamp machine is controlled 
by a user by means of Inputs on a keyboard 26 
which is connected by interface circuit 27 to the 
micro-processor 10. Some of ttie keys of ttie key- 
t>oard may be designated to provide function sig- 

50 nals to ttie micro-processor such as a start signal 
to initiate operation of a print routine. Ottier keys 
are designated to provide numerical data input to 
the micro-processor to enable a user to input the 
postage value of ttie next stamp to be printed. A 

55 display device 28 is provided to display data to a 
user, such data for example Including an echo of 
ttie input on the keyboard to enable a user to verify 
that ttie required input has been made. In addition 
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to inputs on the keyboard 26, the micro-processor 
may also be connected to receive inputs from 
external peripheral devices such as a weighscale. 

The keyboard and display would usually be 
constnjcted as dedicated devices integral with the 
stamp machine. However, if desired, the keyboard 
and display device may be implemented by utilisa- 
tion of a commercially available electronic calcula- 
tor as indicated by the dotted line 29. Such a 
calculator includes electronic circuits 44 for scan- 
ning the state of the keys of the keyboard and for 
displaying the keyt)oard input on the display de- 
vice. Also the electronic circuits are arranged to 
carry out arithmetical functions and include a mem- 
ory for retaining the results of an arithmetical op- 
eration. The calculator includes scan lines 45 con- 
nected to the keyboard whereby the electronic 
circuit 44 of the calculator senses which one if any 
of the keys have been operated. The interface 
circuit 27 provides connections from these scan 
lines 45 to the input/output device 13 whereby the 
micro-processor 10 receives inputs conresponding 
to operation of the respective keys of the keyfc>oard 
of the calculator. Thus operation of a key not only 
inputs data to the electronic arithmetic circuit of the 
calculator but also inputs the same data to Uie 
micro-processor 10. In addition, the interface circuit 
includes circuits 46 to enable data output from the 
microiirocessor to be input to the keyboard of ttie 
calculator and ttiereby be displayed by tiie display 
device. Only one drcuit is shown in the drawing 
but it will be appreciated that separate circuits 46 
are provided for each key for which such input is 
desired. These drcuits 46 consist of NPN transis- 
tors 47 connected by tiieir emitters and collectors 
across the terminals of each key respectively. The 
bases of the transistors are driven by signals from 
assigned output lines of the input/output device 13 
so that a signal driving the base of a selected one 
of the transistors turns that ti^ansistor ON, i.e. to a 
state in which the emitter collector path is low 
resistance, and thereby produces a low resistance 
between the contacts for that key such as would 
have occurred due to manual operation of that key. 

If a calculator is utilised to provide keyboard 
and display functions, a memory 48 of the calcula- 
tor may be utilised to maintain a short term record 
of the total value of stamps printed by the machine. 
For example to print a stamp of postal value 19p, 
the user enters '1* followed by '9* and tiien op- 
erates the M + (memory) key. Thus the value 19 is 
entered into the calculator and entered in tfie cal- 
culator memory. Also the value 19 entered on the 
keyboard is input to the micro-processor 10 by 
means of the interface circuit The micro-processor 
is thereby enabled to control a print routine to print 
a stamp with the postage value of 19p. The micro- 
processor is also programmed to add this value to 



tiie contents of a register in the random access 
memory which maintains a cumulative total of post- 
age values printed by tiie machine. If furtiier 
stamps of the same postage value are required, ttte 

5 user operates the 'RM* (recall memory) key fol- 
lowed by ttie key. Operation of ttie 'M*' or 
•RM' keys may be utilised to initiate a print routine 
by the micro-processor. The micro-processor may 
also be programmed to maintain a count of the 

10 number of postage stamps printed, such count 
being stored in a register of the random access 
memory 12. 

When it is desired to display data from the 
micro-processor and memories 12 and 13. opera- 

75 tion of one or more designated keys of the key- 
board may be utilised to initiate an appropriate 
program routine. The data is then output by the 
microprocessor to tiie designated output lines of 
the input/output device to turn on the transistors 

20 connected to the key contacts and thereby display 
the data on the display device. 

Rgure 3 illustrates tiie sequence of operations 
in a print routine in which print data is output to the 
print head and in which the speed of the motor is 

26 controlled. After initiation of a print routine, print 
data for the next line to be printed by tiie print 
head is set up from a table stored in one or more 
registers of the read only memory 11 by the micro- 
processor 10. The micro-processor outputs a con- 

30 trol signal on line 18 to tiie motor drive circuit to 
cause the motor to be energised to provide a 
desired drive speed for ttie feed roller. The print 
data for the next line to be printed is output to the 
print head and the print head is energised by a 

35 print strobe signal to cause tiiose elements, se- 
lected to be energised by the print data, to be 
energised to print a line of the required stamp 
impression on the paper tape. The micro-processor 
then samples tiie output from the sensor 19 to 

40 check whether the speed of rotation of the feed 
roller is correct. If the roller speed is correct and 
further lines of print are to be printed, the next line 
of print is set up and the print routine repeated as 
described hereinbefore. If ail lines of print have 

45 been printed, the print routine is ended. If, when 
the micro-processor samples the output of sensor 
19, the speed of the roller is not conrect tiie micro- 
processor modifies the output to the motor drive 
drcuit to adjust the power input to the motor such 

50 as to tend to bring the feed roller to the required 
speed prior to effecting printing of tiie next line of 
print. After ttie end of ttie print routine, ttie micro- 
processor 10 outputs a signal on line 30 to operate 
a paper cutler 31 to sever ttie printed stamp from 

55 the remainder of the paper tape. 

The stamp printing machine may be powered 
by an intemal DC supply powered from a mains 
supply or by means of an internal battery. In addl- 
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tion. the random access memory may be powered 
by a back-up battery in order to retain data, par- 
ticularly that relating to accumulated postage value, 
in the event of switching off or failure of the internal 
battery or the mains power supply. If a calculator is 
used to provide keyboard and display functions, it 
may be powered in the conventional manner by its 
own separate internal battery but it is more conve- 
nient to power the calculator from the power supply 
for the remainder of the stamp machine. 

The memory 12 would generally be non-vola- 
tile so that It will continue to retain the record of 
postage values printed after the stamp machine is 
switched off. For this purpose, a back-up battery 
would be provided to power the memory 12 when 
power to the stamp machine is switched off. Thus 
the memory 12 may be utilised to provide a long 
term record of usage of the machine. The memory 
12 may store a rate chart to provide data relating to 
postage charges and data which is varied from 
time to time, for example due to cheinges in the 
postage charges set by the postal authority, may 
be changed by inputting new data via the keyboard 
or via an external connection to the steimp ma- 
chine. 

It will be appreciated that if a calculator is 
utilised to provide display and keyboard functions, 
the memory of the calculator will only retain data 
while the calculator is powered. Hence the calcula- 
tor memory may be utilised to accumulate and 
store the cumulative post^e values printed in a 
session of use of the machine, for example during 
use of the machine during one day. The memory 
may then be cleared at the end of the session, or 
will be cleared by switching off the stamp printing 
machine, and will be ready to accumulate and 
store the cumulative postage values printed in the 
next session of use. 

The paper tape 37 on which the stamp is to be 
printed may be pre-printed with fixed postal data 
as shown in Rgure 4(a) and postage data relating 
to the specific stamp is printed thereon by the 
stamp printer to produce a completed stamp 48 as 
shown in Rgure 4(b). Alternatively the paper tape 
may be totally blank and the completed stamp 49 
then canries only data printed on the paper tape by 
the stamp printer as shown for example in Rgure 
4(c). Preferably the stamps of either fonm include 
reference identity martcs to enable the location of 
the stamp and/or selected printed data to be iden- 
tified by machine reading fadlities operated by a 
postal authority. Maries 31 identifying specific data 
carried by a printed stamp may be printed on the 
stamp by ttie print head as part of tiie print routine. 
Thus when a mail item bearing a printed stamp is 
passed tiirough the machine reading device, detec- 
tion of one mark identifies the start of the postage 
value and detection of the subsequent mark iden- 



tifies ttie end of tine value. Maries provided for a 
machine reading device to identify the location of 
the printed stamp and a value or code 41 tiiereon 
may comprise a stripe 32 printed with fluorescent 

5 ink. This stripe would be printed by a separate 
print head which may comprise a pre-impregnated 
pad moved into contact with tiie label. Convo- 
niently. the pad may be secured to the paper cutter 
such tiiat when tfie cutter is operated, the pad is 

10 brought into engagement with the stamp which has 
just been printed. 

The data printed on tine paper tape to form the 
stamp may additionally include advertising material 
such as shown at 33 in Rgure 4(c). It is prefenred 

75 ttiat ttie paper tape 37 has a self adhesive back 
surface to facilitate adhering of tiie printed stamps 
to mail items. Accordingly, the paper tape is pro- 
vided Witt) an easily removable backing layer 43. 
Instead of using a tape of heat sensitive paper 

20 and printing by the action of heat on the heat 
sensitive paper, printing may be effected utilising a 
thermal ti-ansfer ribbon for printing onto a tape of 
non-sensitive paper. However tfiis wouW require 
the provision of a ribbon feed mechanism. 

25 In use of the stamping machine, mail items 

bearing stamps printed by the machine can be 
taken to a postal authority and tiie total of postage 
due would be paid. Thus only tiiose items for 
which postage is paid would be accepted and 

30 handled by tiie postal autiiority. To tiie user advan- 
tages over use of stamps sold by the postal author- 
ity include tiie ability to project a business image 
by the inclusion of advertising material in the print- 
ed impression, convenient preparation of mail 

3S items and flexibility of being able to print diverse 
postage values as required without the need to 
keep a stock of postage stamps of sufficient dif- 
ferent values to enable tiie required diverse post- 
age values to be made up. To ttie postal authority 

40 tiiere would be the advantage of only requiring a 
single payment without ttie need to provide printed 
stamps. 

The printer may be anranged to be able to print 
a statement label 50 after completion of a session 

45 of use of the machine in which a series of stamps 
have been printed and severed as shown in Rgure 
6. Such a label may include a listing of individual 
items with postage values togetiier witii a total of 
number of items and total postage value. Furtiier- 

50 more data on the printed stamps 49 and statement 
label 50 may be In machine readable form to 
enable mechanised reading of ttie stamps and/or 
statement label at a service counter. If the printed 
data Includes identification of a user account \i 

55 wouki be possible for unrestricted posting of mail 
items at any convenient entry point to the postal 
service. For this purpose the identification data and 
payment data wouW need to be provided In a 
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secure form to prevent fraud. In order to effect this 
security of data, the read only memory 11 would 
store an algorithm and a user would enter and 
store an account code In the memory 12. The user 
would enter a personal identifier (PIN) at the start 5 
of a stamp printing session and this would be used 
as an encryption key with the algorithm to code 
data Including the account data and payment data 
for any set of mail items stamped in a session. An 
authorisation for payment together with the state- io 
ment label and set of mail items bearing stamps 
printed by the stamp machine would be placed in a 
special service identified envelope and posted as a 
single entity. The receiving office of the postal 
authority would then remove the items from the t5 
envelope and verify the correctness of the charging 
data by machine reading the stamps and statement 
label and then use the machine read charge data 
to carry out accounting functions to debit the users 
account and to update the account records of the 20 
postal authority. The random access memory, or 
part thereof powered by back-up battery may be 
utilised to store the account code and if desired it 
may store a table of postage values related to type 
of service and weight of mail item. The program for 25 
the micro-processor 10 would then include a rou- 
tine to calculate postage rates from an input on the 
keyboard of the mail item weight and the service 
required, e.g. first or second class inland or surface 
or airmail overseas postage. 30 

The stamp printing machine may be arranged 
to accommodate differing requirements by different 
postal authorities with regard to the fonmat of the 
printed stamp or statement label. Thus fixed print- 
ing data may be loaded at a service point and 35 
stored in a part of the random access memory 
powered by back-up battery. 

The mechanical arrangement of components of 
the stamp printing machine is shown in Rgure 5 in 
a housing 35. The thermal print head 15 is located 40 
between a pair of feed rollers 34 on a common 
drive shaft 21, the disc of the sensor 19 also being 
mounted on this shaft The pressure roller 36 ex- 
tends across the width of the print head and across 
the pair of feed rollers and Is resilient or resiliently 45 
mounted to press against print thermal elements, 
indicated by reference 51. of the print head and 
against the pair of feed rollers 34. The feed rollers 
are driven by an electric motor (not shown) to draw 
a paper tape 37 paper tape from a roll 38 of tape so 
and to feed the tape past and in contact with the 
print head elements to an exit slot 39 in the hous- 
ing. Between the print head and the exit stot there 
is tocated a cutter 31 which may be operated, 
manually or by an output from the micro-processor 55 
as hereinbefore described, to sever the printed 
stamp from the web of paper tape. A pad 40 pre- 
impregnated with fluorescent or phosphorescent 



ink is mounted adjacent the cutter 31 and operable 
by operation of the cutter to print the fluorescent or 
phosphorescent stripe 32 across the end of the 
printed stamp. Thus the \dbe\ separating means 
and the stripe printing means are integrated with 
one another and ensure conrect positioning of tiie 
stripe relative to the stamp. However, If desired, the 
paper tape may be provided with the stripe 32 pre- 
printed on ttie tape and the stamp printer would 
then be provided witii a sensor 52 connected to the 
microprocessor 10 via the input/output circuit 13 lo 
detect the stripe and thereby enable ttie printing of 
the stamp to be correctly positioned relative to the 
stripe. 

While the stamp printer has been described 
hereinbefore in relation to printing of postage 
stamps for use in a mail system operated by a 
postal autiiorlty, tine stamp printer may be utilised 
in connection with services provided by a number 
of carriers by the provision of different print formats 
for stamps and statement labels and different regis- 
ters in the memory. 

It will be appreciated that ttie stamp printer 
described hereinbefore prints an impression which 
can be accepted by postal authorities as a preform 
to payment for the provision of the postal service. 
The payment is derived from the data printed on 
tfie stamp label and accordingly the stamp printer 
does not require to be provided with security for its 
registers and printing as with a franking machine in 
which payment is based upon data held securely in 
its registers. The stamp printer is able to provide 
not only a printed stamp for application to a mail 
item but. using the same print head and lat>el 
material, it can also provide a printed statement 
label. Coding may be provided on the printed 
statement label which would facilitate entry of mail 
items to the postal service and facilitate conrect 
payment from a customer account with adequate 
security. The coding would be a function of a user 
identifier and the total postage amount to be 
charged. Printing may be controlled by entry of a 
user code. 



Claims 

1. A postage stamp printing machine charac- 
terised by electronic control means (10); means 
(11) to store data relating to fixed information to be 
printed; means (26) to input selected variable post- 
age rate data to the control means (10); printing 
means (15) operable by said control means (10) to 
effect a printing routine in which tiie fixed informa- 
tion and the selected variable postage rate Infomia- 
tion is printed; feed means (34,36) to feed a mail 
item (37) past ttie printing means (15) to cause 
printing of a postage stamp (49) on tiie mail item 
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(37); means (19.10)) to control the speed at which 
said mail item is fed to a substantially constant 
speed. 

2. A postage stamp printing machine as 
claimed in claim 1 further characterised by the 
provision of a calculator module (29); said calcula- 
tor module (29) including a keyboard (26). a data 
display device (28) and electronic control and cal- 
culating means (44) operable to scan keys of the 
keyboard (26) to detect operation thereof to Input 
data corresponding to an operated key and to 
output said data to the display device (28); and 
interface circuits (27) operative in response to 
scanning of said keys to input data conresponding 
to an operated key to the electronic control means 
(10). 

3. A postage stamp printing machine as 
clamed in claim 2 further characterised in tiiat the 
interface circuits (27) include switch means con- 
nected across contacts of said keys and operable 
by output signals from the control means to cause 
data to be displayed by the display device. 

4. A postage stamp printing machine as 
claimed in claim 1 2 or 3 further characterised by 
the provision of severing means (31) operable to 
sever a printed stamp (49) from a paper tape (37). 

5. A postage stamp printing machine as 
claimed In any preceding claim further charac- 
terised in that the printing means (15) includes a 
thermal print head (15) comprising a line of selec- 
tively energisable printing elements (51) which are 
heated by energisation thereof to print upon a tape 
(37) of thermally sensitive paper. 

6. A postage stamp printing machine as 
claimed in any preceding claim further charac- 
terised by tiie provision of means (40) to print a 
stripe (32) of fluorescent or phosphorescent ink on 
the mail item. 

7. A postage stamp printing machine as 
claimed in claim 4 furtiier characterised by tiie 
provision of means (40) operable in response to 
operation of the severing means (31) to print a 
stripe (32) of fluorescent or phosphorescent ink on 
the mail item (37). 

8. A postage stamp printing machine as 
claimed in claim 6 or 7 further characterised in tt^at 
the means (40) to print a stripe (32) comprises a 
pad (40) pre-impregnated with fluorescent ink. 

9. A postage stamp printing machine as 
claimed in any preceding claim furtiier charac- 
terised in that tiie printer (15) is operated by the 
electronic control means (10) controlled by a pro- 
gram routine to print at least one mark (31) iden- 
tifying selected data printed on the stamp (49). 

10. A postage stamp printing machine as 
claimed in any preceding claim furttier charac- 
terised In tiiat tiie printer (15) is operated by the 
electronic means (10) controlled by a program rou- 



tine to print a statement label canrying data relating 
to a preceding printing of one or more postage 
stamps. 

11. A postage stamp printing machine as 
5 claimed in claim 10 further characterised in that the 

postage stamps (45) are printed along ttie length of 
a paper tape and ttiereafter the statement label (50) 
Is also printed on paper tape (37). 

12. A postage stamp printing machine as 
10 claimed in claim 10 or 11 further characterised by 

the provision of means (10) to receive an encryp- 
tion key input by a user and to utilise the encryp- 
tion key to encode data printed on the statement 
label (50). 

75 13. A postage stamp printing machine as 
claimed in any preceding claim furtiier charac- 
terised by the provision of means (10) to receive 
an encryption key input by a user and to utilise the 
encryption key to encode data printed in the post- 
20 age stamp (49). 

14. A postage stamp machine as claimed in 
any preceding claim furtiier characterised by the 
provision of means (12) to store postage charge 
rate data. 

25 15. A metiiod of printing postage stamps and 

accounting for value of stamps printed characteris- 
ed by the steps of utilising a non-secure printer 
(15) to print a series of postage stamps (49), each 
printed postage stamp (49) Including an indication 

30 of postage charge for tiie respective postage 
stamp; and utilising reading means to read each of 
the series of postage stamps (49) and to generate 
an accumulated total postal charge for tiie series of 
postage stamps. 

35 16. A method as claimed In claim 15 further 
characterised In ttiat tiie postage stamps (49) are 
printed one after the other along tiie length of a 
paper tape (37) and including tfie steps of generat- 
ing an accumulated value of postage charge repre- 

40 sented by the series of postage stamps printed and 
utilising tiie printer (15) to print a statement label 
(50) indicating tiie accumulated value of postage 
charge for ttie series of postage stamps printed. 
17. A method as claimed in claim 16 further 

45 characterised by tfie step of encoding tfie accu- 
mulated value and ttien printing ttie encoded accu- 
mulated value on the label. 
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